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Public Safety is Community Well Being 

Over the past 15 years, the Bernalillo County JDAI Juvenile Justice Collaborative created changes 

system-wide resulting in decreased detention populations and in the significant reduction of juvenile 

crime.  With these results, it is not difficult to comprehend why detention reform is a public safety 

initiative.   

However the work of the Collaborative belongs to more than just juvenile justice system stakeholders, it 

belongs to the youth, families, and the community service providers that work hard every day to 

improve their communities. The term public safety can mean something very different to youth, families 

and community, some of whom have had negative experiences with the use of systemic public safety 

measures in their neighborhoods.   

When conducting the system assessment, it was important to be inclusive and provide a greater 

opportunity to bring more than justice system stakeholder voices to the conversation.  Communities, 

youth and families were invited to define, facilitate and participate in the survey; and to formalize their 

participation in the Collaborative.  Inviting communities to the collaborative table with shared 

responsibility for justice systems improvement provided an opportunity to change the dialogue from one 

of just ñPublic Safetyò to that of ñCommunity Well Beingò. 

The JDAI Collaborative successfully uses the eight core strategies framework developed by the Annie E. 

Casey Foundation, Juvenile Alternatives to Detention Initiative (JDAI) to improve system outcomes.    
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These strategies fall largely into two main categories of process and program change.  Collaboratively, 

justice system administrators and their staff have created change that has helped to reduce juvenile crime 

over 50% in Bernalillo County and to reduce the juvenile detention population 60% over the last fifteen 

years.  Juvenile Probation staff has led much of the effective process change through targeted warrant 

reduction strategies, Fast Track case processing and diversion practices and programs for youth with 

misdemeanor offenses.  

Collaborative partners use data driven efforts to reduce racial and ethnic disparities, gender disparities 

and case processing timelines.  Alternatives to Detention have provided a safe and effective means to 

reduce detention populations and reconnect youth to resources in the community. 

The integration of full time mental health staff, medical staff and public school staff within the Bernalillo 

County Youth Services Center creates a safer, less traumatic environment for youth, improving the 

conditions of confinement and expediting the safe release of youth to alternatives to detention, Juvenile 

Probation and to the community. 

Challenges Remain 

Consistent analysis of data shows that there are several ñspecial detention populationsò of youth that 

have not yet sufficiently benefited from 15 plus years of pre-trail justice system reform.   These youth 

have complex challenges including mental health and substance abuse issues, poverty and homelessness, 

and lack of access to resources many people take for granted.  Many of these youth, deep within the 

system, are waiting for out of home placements in Residential Treatment Centers, Group Homes, 

Treatment Foster Care or long term CYFD Commitments.  The Deep End committee of the JDAI 

Collaborative has begun to develop strategies to support these youth and help them to find more 

constructive pathways that lead away from the system and to better life outcomes. In analyzing the data 

specific to the deep end population, justice system collaborative stakeholders have come to recognize the 

need for the composition of the collaborative itself to change.  Community agencies, youth and family are 

now included in the Collaborative and can support the development of new and cutting edge strategies 

that provide a varied range of individualized services with cultural relevance, to youth in the deep end of 

the justice system.    
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New Allies 

Fifteen years later, there is a growing recognition that the challenges of reform are larger than the 

collective work of the justice system players; new partners and allies must be sought to improve 

outcomes.  The inclusion of community, family and youth voices and trauma informed practice strategies 

are essential to the continued quality improvement of the work.   Collaborators now understand that the 

Juvenile Detention Alternatives Initiative (JDAI) is not a program that is going to go away for lack of 

funding or interest.  It is a way of doing business that continues to improve the quality of our 

communities in Bernalillo County.  New allies such as; youth, families and community, bring new energy 

to the table and give voice to innovative and measurable ways of improving outcomes which create more 

vibrant and safe communities.   

A Common Language 

Partnering with new allies requires all stakeholders to examine how they communicate their 

understanding of the challenges faced in order to improve outcomes.  Developing a common language 

that transcends stakeholder roles and reaches toward an agreed upon goal is essential for the long term 

work of reform.  Words such as disparity, victim, risk, safety and needs have different meanings to 

persons in their respective system roles and those differences can present their own barriers and 

challenges to the work, if they are not addressed.   

The system assessment questions were designed to promote understanding of some of the differences in 

language and roles that may be inhibiting our siteôs consistent quality improvement work.  The questions 

asked how the stakeholders defined the purpose of detention, what criteria was being used to assess a 

youthôs needs, when did those needs drive the system to detain a youth , and how that detention changed 

with gender, race and ethnicity as well as geography and family engagement. 

The system assessment team found that there was a broad variety of definitions of risk and need which in 

turn leads to lack of agreement on the use of detention.  Tools created for objective decision making, like 

the Risk Assessment Instrument (RAI), sanctions grids from juvenile probation, Community Custody, and 

the specialty courts should be monitored and data analyzed to ensure they are being used properly, the 

tool is not consistently overridden and the tools are changed to minimize any flaws identified in quality 

improvement data. 
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Mural created by Leaders Organizing to Unite and Decriminalize (LOUD) Youth Council in Collaboration with renowned 

Mural Artist, Emanuel Martinez.  The mural celebrates youth voice and a new partnership with system stakeholders.  

 

 

The 2015 Juvenile Justice System Assessment 

ñThe Collaborative should not wait for a system assessment every two years to evaluate the outcomes of 

their work, they should evaluate every decision they make, every day in their daily practice with youth 

and families.ò       - Honorable Judge Marie Ward, Chair/Quality Improvement Committee                                                                                   

 

The JDAI Collaborative, Quality Improvement Committee  

The Quality Improvement Committee was formed in 2015 to address the need for consistent quality 

improvement of juvenile justice system practices.  The work of the committee is driven by Judge Marie 

Wardôs commitment to daily practice improvement.  This committee was charged with the task of 

conducting a system assessment, and following up the assessment with plan to monitor the impact of 

daily decisions made on the success of youth and families who are navigating the juvenile justice system 

in Bernalillo County.  This plan will include the implementation of Results Based Accountability 

practices within the next two years.  

The Bernalillo County System Assessment was conducted by a team of Bernalillo County staff from the 

Youth Services Center, the Alternatives to Detention, Juvenile Probation, JDAI Steering Committee 

members, La Plazita Institute staff, the New Mexico Forum for Youth in the Community LOUD (Leaders  
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Organizing to Unite and Decriminalize) Youth Council as well as the University of New Mexico.  

Multiple tools were used to gain qualitative data including a web based survey, a paper survey, individual 

interviews, and focus groups.  The System Assessment was conducted by both system stakeholders and 

community based partners.  This team was trained by Stephanie Vetter from the Annie E Casey 

foundation on August 19th, 2015.  

The youth council, LOUD (Leadersô Organizing to Unite and Decriminalize) created a youth survey with 

technical assistance from the University of New Mexicoôs, department of education professor, Dr. Shiv 

Desai, an assistant professor in the Department of Teacher Education, Educational Leadership and Policy 

(TEELP) at the University of New Mexico.  The youth spent many hours sitting in the lobby of the court 

building to administer the survey with youth in the system.  LOUD members also conducted focus group 

interviews with the specialty court PEG (Program for the Empowerment of Girls) and Drug Court youth 

and one focus group interview with girls detained in short term detention.  Their results are represented in 

the findings and recommendations.    

La Plazita Instituteôs Co- Executive Director Theresa Gonzales worked with the Reducing Racial and 

Ethnic Disparities committee (RRED) Chairs, Meghan Harrah and Roman Montano, both from Juvenile 

Probation, to identify families to be interviewed for the family survey. Ms. Gonzales also worked with the 

System Assessment team members to develop a survey that is meaningful for families and aligned with 

the core questions. Many of the interviews were conducted in Spanish and all were conducted by La 

Plazita staff, in a comfortable community setting.  The findings and recommendations from this 

assessment are incorporated in the system assessment. 

The entire system assessment process is designed to evaluate how well JDAIôs best practices have been 

implemented and to identify areas of improvement that could have significant impact in achieving better 

outcomes.  Although each of the eight of the JDAI Strategies was addressed in the assessment, four core 

questions based on the 2015 Bernalillo County Detention Utilization Study conducted by the Youth 

Services Center staff was chosen for inclusion in all interviews.   

 

What follows is the data that drove the four core questions: 
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